Individuals like Granny Bains were the guardians of narrative and folkloric wisdom, the unofficial educators and archivists of rural popular culture. Clare introduces such a teller of tales and keeper of wisdom as the framing narrator in one of his narrative poems, 'The Cross Roads: or, the Haymaker's Story,' printed in The Village Minstrel (1821), and set in a specific rural working environment. The opening passage of the poem carefully sets up her authority, not only as the controller of the narrative, but as the representative of age and experience, set against the giddiness of youth:
Stopt by the storm that long in sullen black From the south west staind its encroaching track Haymakers hussling from the rain to hide The story which she then tells is a tragic account of a young woman's betrayal in love, ending in suicide. The tale ends with more moralising warnings by the narrator. She has, as we can see, tremendous moral authority and rhetorical presence. She is a Granny Bains figure dispensing wisdom with a pinch of snuff, demanding attention and respect from the young women, under the guise of beguiling time and weather. The authority she claims for her age and experience is strongly complemented by the narrative intelligence finely displayed here, for example in the Hamlet-like claim to first-hand authority in 'I knew her well,' and the impressive promise of 'her whol[e] history'.
Her story is didactic in that she is clearly warning the young women around her about the seriousness of being sexually betrayed, and of course to the would-be poet, the John Clare in her audience, she is offering the basic narrative archetype of the betrayal story. In fact it is striking just how many of Clare's narrative poems concern sexual betrayal, whose victims range from the silenced and shunned figure of 'once-beguiled with whom the local squire has fallen in love, and the anxieties of her lame father and his brother (and indeed the entire rural community since everyone is talking about it), as to whether the squire will marry her as he seems to intend, or betray her as most expect. We begin with her father's parting words to his daughter as she leaves home to go into This meta-narrative and concern with precise details of the story-telling suggest that it had a ritual function in the rural community, or at least that its rituals were as important as the story itself. I am also struck by the dramatic, even melodramatic way that Clare builds up the sense of uncanniness and suppressed violence both here and in another narrative poem, 'The Lodge House' , partly through the demeanour of the narrator. One does not need to labour the point that Clare is making delicately here, in the images of lights going out, things closing down. He is a writer as sensitive to old age and the 'closure' of human life, as he is to the subtleties of narrative closure.
In Clare's world, to summarise, narrative fulfils important social functions. It is (as story-telling always is) a distraction and a way of beguiling the time. But it is also a ritual, imaginative act of self-assertion, a cathartic gesture, a way of reinforcing a sense of existence in a fairly grim world. 14 And it is an education, an unofficial but vital way of passing on important information in the continuous battle against lack of control over one's life. It is a way of recording and celebrating finite lives, and so saving them and the knowledge they represent from oblivion, and it is a way of fostering understanding and empathy for the stories themselves, and the lives they represent. Clare often focuses on the intensely engaged responses of the listeners to stories, and in doing so shows us something of the richness and power of the oral narrative tradition which, like Percy and Bloomfield before him, he is re-inscribing into a literary culture.
